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Abstract
In today’s global economy, it is crucial for all the organizations to manage tacit knowledge. Nevertheless, quite a number of 
organizations are unable to cope up with the process of tacit knowledge management. As a result of investigating the level of
tacitness of knowledge, this paper has proposed a framework based on media richness theory. This framework facilitates the 
effective transferring of tacit knowledge in order to utilize it. We have also discussed the suitability of different kinds of tacit 
knowledge transfer mechanisms and the communication media types, in terms of different degrees of tacitness. The proposed 
framework aims to help organizations to develop most appropriate tacit knowledge transfer mechanisms for the purpose of 
accomplishing tacit knowledge transfer and utilization.
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Faculty of Information Science & Technology, Universiti Kebangsaan 
Malaysia.
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1. Introduction
In recent years, managers and academics have recognized knowledge as a key source of competitive advantage 
[1-4]. Knowledge management (KM) has become more essential for organizations, which look forward to be 
competitive in the business world. Knowledge has been recognized as a primary resource of organizations[5].
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Dealing with knowledge creation, transfer, and utilization will be increasingly critical to the survival and success of 
corporations [6]. There has been continuous effort from companies and researchers in developing and supporting 
KM in organizations. Based on these effort, knowledge management systems (KMS) have become most widely 
accepted as necessary for KM [7]. KMS needs usage of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) for the 
purpose of managing knowledge. Given the potential of ICT, it is argued that, KMS performs important role in 
enabling KM initiatives, by providing the right knowledge to the right workers at the right time [8].
It is widely agreed that, data and information are manipulated and processed outside human minds, and can 
easily managed, while, knowledge  emphasizes on cognitive dimension such as: beliefs, values, insights, and 
experience processed only in the human minds [9, 10]. Knowledge can be categorized in many ways. Perhaps the 
most widely accepted knowledge taxonomy among researchers and practitioners is the differentiation between 
explicit knowledge from tacit knowledge, which was first introduced by [11] and popularized by [12], and accepted 
by many researchers [9, 13-24]
Explicit knowledge is simpler to document and share and easier to replicate. It comes in the form of books and 
documents, codes, project reports, contracts, process diagrams, white papers, minutes of a meeting, a chain of e-mail 
correspondence, and policy manuals [25, 26]. In contrast, tacit knowledge relates to the knowledge residing in the 
heads of individual that is not organized. However, a person becomes aware of his or her tacit knowledge when 
he/she faces a specific situation or problem. Tacit knowledge is personal and hard to formalise, and is rooted in 
action, procedures, commitment, values and emotions [12]. Tacit knowledge is the less familiar, unconventional 
form of knowledge. It is the knowledge of which, we are not conscious. Tacit knowledge is not codified and is not 
communicated in a language. On the other hand it is acquired by sharing experiences, by observation and imitation 
[15]. Polanyi [11] has referred to tacit knowledge as something that we do unconsciously, and most of the time we 
are not aware of its existence such as, how to ride bicycle. Such knowledge is difficult to write or to be codified, and 
difficult to transfer. He has explained, the individuals can know more than they can tell. Additionally, tacit 
knowledge is more difficult to transfer than explicit knowledge, because explicit knowledge is theory-based and 
transmitted in formal, systematic language. According to the knowledge-based literature, the following factors are 
associated with tacit knowledge: non codifiable, non teachable, and complex [27]
Nonaka  and Takeuchi [12] have expanded Polanyi’s theory of tacit knowledge to include, cognitive and 
technical dimensions. The technical dimension developed over years of experience is highly subjective, personal 
insightful, and intuitive. The cognitive dimension consist of beliefs, perceptions, values, mental models, and
emotions and these dimension of tacit knowledge shapes the way we perceive the world around us. However,
according to Clarke [28] the main reason that makes tacit knowledge so important is that, it is developed over time 
by individuals, through experience and understanding gained from working within an environment. Day to day 
experiences of dealing with company procedures, clients, production and customers etc, develops the knowledge 
base of the employee. In the same vein, Lifeng [21] have stated that, organizations need to take a holistic approach 
in managing tacit knowledge in their setups. A number of knowledge management initiatives have been started in 
recent years to create a purposeful process for capturing, storing, sharing and leveraging what employees know
The study presented in this paper complements the existing tacit knowledge management research from the ICT 
perspective.  The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses related work followed by a 
discussion of the Media richness theory and the role of ICT in managing tacit knowledge. Section 4 explains the 
proposed conceptual framework of managing tacit knowledge followed by conclusion in the last section. 
2. Related work
The main challenge in organizational research is to identify, whether it is possible to manage tacit knowledge in 
order to facilitate the creation of new tacit knowledge, and to externalize that tacit knowledge in       a way that will 
be transferable to other individuals. According to [29], due to the development in information technology (IT) and 
knowledge management, the last decade has seen a number of knowledge transfer mechanisms and technologies, 
including, Web 2.0 technologies, KM tools, organizational learning (OL) and Community of Practice (CoP). In 
addition Juhana [24] has mentioned that, firms apply two  approaches that support a good knowledge management 
initiative programme, first is mechanistic approach; which considers that better accessibility to information is a key, 
whereby, the emphasis is in enhancing method, to access and reuse of document; while, networking is the key 
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solution and its technology will make KM initiative work. The second is systematic approach: the basic assumption 
in this approach is its sustainable result, rather than process or technology. This approach sees the cultural issues as 
important. The researchers have investigated the past researches for mechanisms used to transfer and utilize tacit 
knowledge in organization, and identified the following common mechanisms: Community of Practice [20, 30-33],
Observations [24, 33-36], Apprenticeship [28, 37-39], Mentoring[40, 41], Metaphors [36, 42-44], Analogies [45],
Storytelling [46-49], Expert Interviews [45, 50], Best Practices [45, 51], Lessons Learned [29, 52-54], Learning By 
Doing [55], Concept (Cognitive) Maps [56, 57]., Casual Map [36, 58, 59] , Brainstorming [60].
In addition [29, 36, 61, 62] have argued that the definition of tacit knowledge depends on diversity of tacitness 
(see Fig. 1.). It is noteworthy that, an individual might possess both, explicit and tacit knowledge, where the former 
can be easily communicated, codified and shared, whereas the later is totally inaccessible to others, because they are 
too deeply grounded in the heads of the owner. Among these two intense factors, there are no less than two other 
levels of tacitness: (i) unarticulated tacit skills and (ii) tacit skills that could be accessed. However, unarticulated 
tacit could be easily expressed if individuals were just asked the question: how do you do that; furthermore, these 
tacit skills have been acquired explicitly and have become tacit through time, due to the fact that, people never 
realized what they were doing, neither do they questioned themselves what they were doing, and nobody else ever 
questioned it either. While the other type of tacit skills could be accessed, but cannot be expressed by means of 
normal words, but could be articulated differently through use of metaphors and storytelling.
Fig. 1. Degree of tacitness, adapted from [36]
In general there are two approaches for organizations to share and apply tacit knowledge. One is by interacting 
vis-à-vis by movement of expert employee through company subsidiaries. The other one is by creating ‘Ba’, which 
is defined as a shared space for emerging relationships. This space can be physical (an office, dispersed business 
space), virtual (e-mail, teleconference, video conference, web 2.0 technology), mental (shared experiences, ideas, 
ideals), or any combination of them [63]. Based on the analysis of past literatures, the researchers have found that, 
managing tacit knowledge has been studied from the behavioural and managerial perspectives and seldom from the 
perspective of ICT [64], hence, this paper attempts to fill this gap.
3. ICT role and media richness theory
In the last decade, Internet and the World Wide Web emergence have brought a revolution in the way people 
communicate and interact with each other’s, in KM this is considered as one of the most important issues, and there 
is a need to identify the role played by ICT in KM process, especially in transferring tacit knowledge.[64] mentioned 
that, unfortunately the majority of the researchers have studied those aspects of KM from the behavioural and 
managerial perspectives, and seldom from the perspective of information technology. On the other hand [65] has 
argued that, the mismanagement of IT is found in the lack of understanding tacit knowledge, and the relationship 
 
A: Deeply ingrained tacit knowledge
B: Tacit can be imperfectly articulated
C: Tacit that could be articulated
D: Explicit knowledge.
High
Low
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between tacit knowledge and IT. The role of ICT in managing tacit knowledge is still arguable in previous and 
current researches.
According to [66] even though a number of studies have outlined the importance of the use of  ICT as enablers 
for knowledge management practices, there are still some issues concerning the socio-technical factors, which 
influence the success of the KM implementation. Despite the fact that many current implementations of KM 
initiatives are based on highly advanced information technologies, there are still challenges to cope with, in order to 
ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of such KM initiatives. In the same vein [67] stressed that technology is 
considered as a platform of KMS. In fact, the revolution in technology is something that prompted the opportunity 
of mobilizing knowledge.
Based on the above, this present study believes that, IT can just play as enabler factor to acquire, store, carry, and 
transfer information or in other word explicit knowledge, while the most important type of knowledge (tacit 
knowledge) could be captured, stored, transferred by using special type of technology based on Media-richness 
theory. According to [29] Media richness theory states that, efficiency of task  can be enhanced by the features of 
matching media to the requirements of the task. A communication channel is a medium, which enables individuals 
to interact and share knowledge, such as, one-to-one interaction, video conferencing, telephone, Web 2.0 
technologies, e-mail, and so on. The media richness theory states that, each of these channels has its own benefits 
and drawbacks, and therefore, each one could be more ideal than others for various scenarios.
Knowledge transfer quality depends on communication. Many channels are available for communication, 
including meetings, documents, extranets, and others. Each channel has different attributes on how it facilitates and 
enables knowledge transfer. These features must be considered, in order to form communication strategies that 
maximize knowledge transfer, value added to clients, and the depth of relationships [68]. Most of the researchers 
discussed knowledge transfer channel based on media richness theory proposed by [69].
As discussed earlier, media richness theory states that, efficiency of task can be enhanced by the features of 
matching media to the requirements of the task. Tasks can be characterized based on uncertainty and equivocally. 
The uncertain tasks have insufficient information, whereas equivocal tasks have contradicting meaning. For the 
purpose of out running uncertainty and equivocality, it is essential for individuals to select appropriate 
communication channels to transmit information\knowledge. According to a number of studies, richer media have a 
better diversity of cues, immediate responses, better customization and language variety. Due to these features, face-
to-face communication is the richest communication medium in the hierarchy, whereas other media such as, e-mail, 
voice-mail, letter, note, etc. sends fewer cues and hence has slow responses. The media richness theory states that 
richer media are more suitable to equivocal tasks, while poorer media are suitable for less-equivocal tasks [69].
4. The conceptual framework
According to the media richness theory [69] and the formularized apprehension of the tacitness in 
knowledge, we have evaluated the prospective of various communication media types, and have developed a 
conceptual framework for mapping appropriate communication media for different degrees of tacit skills. This 
distinction is preliminary and has been presented as theoretical propositions in Fig. 2. The conceptual framework 
shows that, tacit knowledge will be transferred effectively from expert to novice by classifying tacit knowledge to 
many levels or degrees of tacitness (high, medium, low). After the expert has determined the level of tacitness based 
on his experience, he will select the most suitable media of ICT to transfer this type of knowledge to ensure the 
effectiveness of transferred knowledge. An example of skills with high degree of tacitness for instance, is the study 
of the behaviour of employees. Such study needs observation mechanism and the most proper media for this type is 
video conferencing. On the other hand, if the expert wants to transfer tacit knowledge with low level of tacitness 
such as best practice, the most suitable media of ICT in this case is voice mail or written mail. Thus, in this way 
knowledge can be received clearly and the ambiguity level is decreased in order to move from transferability phase 
to applicability phase. This conceptual framework shows how classifying tacit knowledge into many levels and 
matching these levels to the proper communication channel can contribute to the effective transferring and 
applicability of tacit knowledge.
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Fig. 2. A Conceptual framework for managing tacit knowledge
5. Conclusion
In this study we had explained the significance of knowledge, especially tacit knowledge for the 
sustainability and success of organizations. We had examined the typical mechanisms employed in organizations to 
manage tacit knowledge. Furthermore, we had also reviewed the role of ICT in knowledge management. This study 
strongly believes that, IT can simply play as enabling factor to obtain, store, and transfer explicit knowledge; on the 
other hand tacit knowledge could be captured, stored, transferred by using special type of technology, based on 
Media-richness theory. We had developed a conceptual framework to manage tacit knowledge in organizations, by 
identifying and mapping suitable knowledge transfer mechanisms and suitable communication media type for 
various levels of tacit knowledge. Moreover, classification and mapping schema depends on various level of 
tacitness and Media richness theory. Our conceptual framework asserts that, successful tacit knowledge transfer 
depends on choosing suitable knowledge transfer mechanism and the type of communication media.
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